
The Washington State Arts Commission, supported by The Wallace 
Foundation, is presenting a series of public forums exploring arts 
participation, the arts and changing demographics and using technology 
to increase audiences. Seattle artist Byron Au Yong provides his personal 
reflections after a recent forum and workshops attended by arts 
organizations and arts funders in our region. The event referenced was 
held October 12, 2012, at Seattle Center. This article was previously 
published in the Grantmakers in the Arts Reader. For more information 
about the Arts Participation Leadership Initiative, see www.arts.wa.gov or 
Facebook ”Washington Arts.” 
 
 
Arts and Social Change from an Artist’s Perspective 
 
Byron Au Yong 
 
On October 12–13, 2012, a consortium of arts and social justice organizations hosted the 
Arts & Social Change symposium in Seattle. With inspiration, participation, learning, and 
community building as pillars, the goals of the event were to: 
 
• inspire action and activism; to motivate for change 
• have dialogue; make recommendations for systemic and social change 
• gain new awareness; to listen, participate, communicate, share, and engage 
• meet, to connect and build relationships with other networks beyond the symposium 
 
Full disclosure: I was hired as production support for the symposium.Moreover, as a 
musician who experienced the shift of multiculturalismfrom a source of possibility to a 
political deadend, I am suspicious of art related to social change.Although I attended the 
keynotes and five workshops, one session caused me to reflect more deeply about how 
artists have an impact on America. 
 

* * * 
 
“Our People Matter” 
 
Marc Taylor (Seattle Indian Health Board) spoke on a Saturday morning panel called 
“Ethnic Festivals for Change at the Seattle Center.”Around him sat fellow panelists Casey 
Mockel (Bastille Day), Alma Plancich (CroatiaFest and Ethnic Heritage Council), Seng Vue 
(Hmong Association of Washington State), GaoSheng Moua (Hmong New Year Festival), 
and Yutaka Sasaki (Cherry Blossom and Japanese Cultural Festival). Steve Sneed, managing 
artistic director ofFestál, moderated the panel. 
 
Festál, the Seattle Center’s yearlong series of free public events related to ethnic 
festivals,began in 1996. This cultural program features nearly two dozen weekends filled with 
contemporary and traditional art, music, dance, food, youth programs, and activities from 
ethnic communities based in Puget Sound. Steve guides leaders and volunteers from these 



ever-changing communities to broaden participation and increase cultural IQ at the Seattle 
Center. Festál provides content development, production support, access to funding,and a 
public space to attract participation beyond specific cultural enclaves. 
 
For the past three years, Marc Taylor has helped organize Indigenous Cultures Day,and in 
2013 this event will go from the incubation phase to becoming a sanctioned part of Festál. 
Marc’s volunteer work with Festál comes partially from his affiliation with the Seattle Indian 
Health Board. He talks about how the high school graduation rate of Native Americans in 
1960 was 50 percent. In 2010, it was 51 percent. 
 
“Many Native Americans have multiple identities and mixed ethnicities. Most don’t speak a 
native language.” 
 
As a child, Marc lived in two different worlds. One was on the Lummi Nation’s reservation 
north of Seattle. The other was with Polish grandparents in Chicago. 
 
He learned: “You come from people, not place.” 
 
Focusing on people, I think about how I have been misguided as a composer who focuses 
on place. I admit my fetish for music performed in certain buildings and begin to reflect on 
the people I come from. 
 

* * * 
 
Seattle Center, 1970s.I walk with my dad around the grounds. Remnants of Seattle’s 1962 
World’s Fair dot the campus. I go on amusement rides and play gamesin the Fun Forest. 
This is before Festál. 
 
In school, I learn that Seattle is named after Chief Sealth, so when my cousin Michael says 
through his braces that we’re going to “S**th Center,” I am certain that we are on our way 
to the Seattle Center.  
 
“You mean ‘Sealth Center,’ like Seattle Center, but using the chief’s real name?” 
 
“Nooo. S**th Center,” he squeals. 
 
“Sealth Center equals Seattle Center,” I retort. 
 
We end up at a shopping mall called South Center. 
 

* * * 
 
The Arts & Social Change Symposium had over three hundred registrants. Along with 
keynotes, panels, and workshops, there were performances and an art exhibition. A Who’s 
Who of Seattle arts administratorsfilled the Northwest Rooms at the Seattle Center. 
 
The planning team included Kathy Hsieh (Seattle Office of Arts & Cultural Affairs), Jacque 
Larrainzar (Seattle Office of Civil Rights), Doreen Mitchum (4Culture), Charlie Rathbun 



(4Culture), Steve Sneed (Seattle Center), and Mayumi Tsutakawa (Washington State Arts 
Commission and the Association of American Cultures). They invited keynote speakers Dr. 
Manuel Pastor, Donna Walker-Kuhne, and Tou Ger Xiong. 
 
Professor Pastor talked about demographic trends and mentioned his son, an actor in Los 
Angeles who wants to “make beautiful things with his friends.” Art warrior Walker-Kuhne 
told the crowd, “The size of our vision is not limited by the size of our organization.” 
Performer Tou Ger Xiong involved Hmong grandmothers on stage to show off their hip-
hop moves pounding rice. 
 
At the open dialogue on Saturday, the room came alive with people at the microphone: 
 
“Who gets to be represented?” Jourdan Keith (Urban Wilderness Project) 
 
“We should talk about where the power is rather than the demographics.” Jacqueline 
Moscou (Langston Hughes Performing Arts Center) 
 
“We talk and talk. What has actually happened?” Charlie Rathbun (4Culture) 
 
Arts advocates connected. Participants said this event should happen again. Cards were 
exchanged. 
 

* * * 
 
Seattle Center 2012. I walk around the grounds in autumn. The Fun Forest closed in 2011. 
Gone are the amusement rides and games. Are children eager to come here as I once was? 
 
“You come from people, not place.” 
 
Enter the promise ofthe Seattle Center’s Festál. As the only child of divorced immigrant 
parents,for me the Seattle Center in the 1970s was a cotton candy version of America with 
amusement rides and flashing lights. Now, children brought to the Seattle Centercan 
experience amateur and professional artists in continually renewingethnic festivals. The 
flashing lights shift to a cultural currency where the exchange is between people rather than 
places.Thinking about arts and social change, my initial doubt becomes the realization that 
transformation requires thepublic articulation of private acts. The Fun Forest recedes into 
memory as the Seattle Center comes alive with contemporary and traditional artists grappling 
with ways to perform multiple cultures as Americans. 
 
 
Byron Au Yong composes songs of dislocation. He has been artistinresidence at the Asian/Pacific/American 

Institute at NYU, Center for Migration and the Global City at Rutgers, and the Yale Institute for Music 
Theatre. Upcoming projects include Stuck Elevator, to be premiered at the American Conservatory Theater. 


